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INTRODUCTION

White Crisis and the Value
of Losing One's Woy

George Yancy

The fact that we notice such arrivals tells us rnore about what is already in
place than it does about "the who" that arrives.l

Sara Ahmed

The above epigraph speaks to the liued realiry of academics of color who teach at

predominandyWhite universities, and powerfully captures the phenomenological
predicament of the critical cadre of scholars of color within the important text-
Exploing Race in PredominantlyWhite Classrottms: Sclrclars oJ Color Reflecl-that you

hold before you. We walk into classrooms where our bodies are always already

nurked, where'White racist normative assunrptions truncate who we are and

what we are deemed "capable" of teaching. Within this "sea of whiteness," we

move against the tide of White gazes that attempt to fix us according to iterative

frames of reference that have become norrnalized and naturalized ways of
making sense of the social world. "To see" a body of color in the capacity of
proGssor/teacher is "to know" a priori about that body.This is a situation where
perception and knowledge are collapsed, where "to know" bodies of color is
"to see" bodies of color, and where, conversely, "to see" bodies of color is "to
know" bodies of color.'We are seen as "inferior," as intellectually "inadequate"

in relationship to ourWhite colleagues, as somehow "out of place."We are also

marked as pseudo-scholars who often teach subjects that are specific to an identity
politics gorre awry.White gazes surround us.We feel their penetrating curiosity,

their wonclerrnent.While unspoken,theirWhite ffazes are interrogative:'Just who
do you thirrk yorr are?" "Are yotr really qualified?" "Are you sure you have the

right classroorn?" Arrcl cvcrr rrftcr thcir irritial skeptir:isrrr has subsided, and as

tltc scrilcstcr pft)Hrr'sscs, tlrcir Wlritc gilzcs, lxlelily p()sturcs, stylcs of questiorrirrg,
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innuendoes, hubris, and interrogations create a space that is unwelcoming, a space

that is hermeneutically hostile to our self-understanding as experts in our various

acadenric flelds. Within the context of White philosophical acadernic sfiaces,

Linda Alcoff writes:

As a Latina in the acadenric world of North Anrerican philosophy,

I regularly feel that, indeed, I have lost, or am in the process of losing, rny

nurbles. Neither my general lived experience, nor ruy reference poirrts

in argurnentation, nor rny routine affective responses to events, nor nry

philosophical intuitions are shared with most people in rrry imruediate

milieu.2

Alcoff's point here is that she seelr$ to occupy a different life-world, a different
episternic and affective geography.

Both predominantly'W'hite acaderric institutions and'White classroorns convey

W'hite territoriality. It is as if one has errtered a neighborhood goverued and

controlled by a Wlute covenant that bespeaks your desirecl absence. Within this

space, it feels as if one's presence is being policed as stoppable; where the socizrl

skin of the classroonr does not call out to you with dialectical smoothness-that
is, where you don't nrove within that space in such a wxy that it ciainrs you as

desirable, as sonreone "fit" to be in that space. Acadenric bodies of color within
such'White spaces "could be described in terms of the bodily and social experience

of restriction, uncertainty, and blockage."3

Lini<ing thenres of (a) clairrring intellectual space with ease/difficulry (b) the

complexities and difliculties of identity forrnation within the predorninantly
White field of philosophy, and (c) the rvays in which the field of philosophy
signifies a space of whiteness that thereby specifically places under erasure Black
worneu as ktuers oJ wisdom, Donna-Dale Marcano writes:

This was brought home to me as I walked irrto [an] Introduction to
Philosophy class and many others, consisting in rny case of rnostly young
White boys, and realized that their ability to take r-rp the position of the

philosopher occurred with relative ease. Whether they accept or rejc'ct

plillosophy they are able to articulate their positions as knowers. But then
again, they also are known by philosophy.a

To apply Marcanoi point rnore broadly, one rnight ar[Jue that'White bodies are

always already sanctioned as "knowers" and are always already known as being at

horne within disciplinary matrixes of knowledge production. As a Black female

philosopher, as sorueor)e who constitutes the quintessetrce of philosophical

icorrogrrrplric tcrrsiorr irr relationship to the history of White plilosophical
ilssl.lilrl)ti()ils, Mtrcitrrtl',s lrocly is strcsscd, noticccl, cvcn clceurc'd oxytuotrrttic.
As Sirrir Alurrerl writr.s,"Wlritc lrorlits urc Irirbitrurl irrsof}r us tltt'y'tr'.rrl helritrr,l'
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actions: they do not get'stressed'in their encounters with objects or others, as

their whiteness'gyoes unnoticed."'s
Urrlike our'White colleagues, it is said that we fail, because of our raced bodies,

to appreciate universaliry objectivity, and neutraliry. In short, it is assumed that
we cant do theory without it being "sullied" by our value-laden assumptions, by
our orrtological particularity. Our nonwhite skin color is marked as different or
deviant, where our "raced" bodies becorne the foreground vis-i-vis an invisible
background of whiteness qua normative. [n other cases, our accents are deerned
unintelligible, a sure sign of being alien and unlike those who speak "standard"

A,ruerican (.White) English.

There are other times when we are seen as criminals who have somehow
invaded the "sanctiry" of W'hite spaces, spaces where we are (nrust be) watched
with suspicion. We have also been mistaken for the custodial help. And while
working in this capacity on college carnpuses is not to be labeled ersatz,bodies of
color, through theWhite gaze,fall "naturally" within the category of "the help."

We have also been sexualized in problematic ways.'Women of color academics,

for example, endure forrns of oppressive multipliciry; they are deemed inGrior
as women and as hypersexual vis-i-vis their "exotic" features. At the end of the
day, they are considered sexual playthings that are not to be taken seriously
as acadernics, as persons who think and publish and do so with tremendous
productiviry creativiry and rigor. Often entering within a broader intellectual
tradition that already valorizes "rnind" over "body," "cognition" over "context,"
the content of "knowledge claims" over "lived autobiography," women of color
acadenrics-and acadenrics of color, rnore generally-are reduced to their bodies,

and their "academic" work is deerned idiosyncratic, hermetic, and biased.

Sara Ahmedk epigraph above, though, shifts the gaze aw^y from, in this case,

academic bodies of color. It is not about"us"; that is,bodies of color who arriue.

Rather, it is about "them"; that is,White bodies, White institutional norms,'W'hite
dorninated spaces, White ways of being-in-the-world, and White power and

hegemony that are already in place. And while reframing the problem does not
rid us of the lived or phenornenologicirl pain that we undergo as we enter
such White dorninated spaces, we are able to locate the source of our pain in
problematic forms of White interpellation/hailirrg. We understand how the

meaning that we give our embodied selves is "confiscated" and challenged
through'White gazes that return us to ourselves in ways that render us foreign
to our self-understanding. Indeed, we are able to render such processes visible.
Rendering such processes visible elnpowers us to militate against the ways

in whichWhite gazes may install forms of double consciousness that can result in
profound expressions of epistemological violence.

So, when we walk into predonrinantly White classrooms, it is not about the
ways irr which we are problern bodies qua pn)blcur bodies. Our arrival is rendered
lrypr'r-visiblc bccurtsc of lrow vrrrious sociltl spitt'cs-thc classroorn being one-
ilrr. (:onstitutcd irs irrr crrvclopirrg Whitc raciirl ilttt'gunrcrrt thlt lrolds togcthr.r
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'White bodies and that installs those'White bodies as farniliar and "fanilial"; a

social skin that calls to those bodies as wanted and as desirable. As a result, therr,

acadetrics ofcolor actually "intrude" upon a preexisting social intelligibility not

because they are intrusive bodies as such, but because there already exists a fornr
of White norrnative sedimentatiorr that is operatively exclusionary. ln short, it is

the White bodies that inhabit those'White spaces that constitute the condidons in
terrns of which academic bodies of color are deerned problenratic.

As scholars of color who teach courses that critically engage questions of race

and whiteness, we know all too well the specific challenges that we encourage
'White 

students to face. Moreover, we are witnesses to their resistance, anger,

obfuscation, denial, and bad faith. In fact, we are often targets of their resentnrertt.
'We are recipients of such resentlnent not sirnply because the couceptual content
is so incredibly challenging to their place in the world and their White identities,

but because of our ernboditrent as scholars of color. Our bodies function as texts

that 'W'hite 
students deploy against us, suggesting that we possess and express

personal fornrs of anirnosity toward therr, because they areWhita.

In a course that I regularly teach erltitled Race Matters: Literary and

Philosophical Perspectives, a'White undergraduate student shared with nle that
he was buying books for that course when confronted by another White
student. "So, you're taking a course with Dr. Yancy. You kuow he hates
'White people." My student was bernused. During another tirne when teaching

this course, a'W'hite studerrt shared with the class that he told his father that we

had been critic;rlly discussing the concept of whiteness, and his father said, "Be

careful of Dr.Yancy. He is trying ro get you to feel \Vhite guilt." I imrnediately
shared with the class how the "advice" of his father had not only nrisconstrued

(indeed, distorted) the aims of my course, but that such defensive responses help

to reinforce psychological barriers to growth and to preclude risk. His father
may have thought that he was helping his son; protecting his son against rny

insidious efforts to get his son to feel guilty about what he had no part irl
creating-like the history of Arnerican slavery or the history of lynching
Black bodies. Yet, it is my sense that he failed his son. Many of our White
students already wear reactionary arnror to protect therrr frorn engegirrg in
critical forms of self-reflection on their whiteness, especially frorn the likes of us.

You know, those academics of color that use their classroom spaces to guiltWhite
students, and to leave them crying at the end ofthe day about being encased in
'White skin. Our classroorrrs are believed to functior) as cathartic spaces whercr

we-finally-get even. His father reinforced his arrnor of resistirnce. Luckily, this

one 'W'hite student appeared to be aware of the dangerous implications of his

father's "advice."

Ye't, thc corlrses that wc, at:adeurics of color, teach that address the issue of race

rrrc dcsiglrrcd to spcak cl;rrrgcrr.lusly and couragcously to various fornrs of White
Ircgcrrrorty tllrt opprcss urttl rturgirtulizc pcoplc of r:olor nlortg tltc rxis ol'rltr'c."
'li.at'lrirrg ('oulst.s tlrat criticllly cnl{irlic r'r('c-{pc('ifi('ully, wlritcners rtot 1v1sly
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disrupt forms of White complacency, privilege, and power within the classroom,

but within the largerWhite academic instirution itself and the sociery at large that
is predicated uponWhite nation building.Yet, as many of us know, the violence
has already been done to our'White students before we face that sea of whiteness
within our classrooms.This is a point to which I will return.

A philosophy graduate student shared with me recently that a fellow \Vhite
philosophy graduate student said to her that he is not preparcd to take any of my
courses as he is not ready to face those parts of himself-yet. But of what is he

afraid?'While there are other graduate philosophy courses that I teach, two of
those courses have been very challenging not only to rny.White students, but
to me as well. My course Critical'Whiteness Studies engages the historical
dimensions of whiteness as a site of White bonding and collective identity
formation. This identity formation is theorized as parasitic upon the nonwhite
body. In fact, we engage the issue of whether or not White identiry is anything
other than a site of parasitism, which raises the possibiliry that'White identity
is empty except for its historical and current exercises of power, colonialism,
and privilege. As the transcendent'al norm, whiteness defines nonwhiteness as

"di{ferent" while it, whiteness, renuins the same across a field of difference.
Without its dependency on "di{ference," though, we also explore the issue of the
limits of whiteness and its possible vacuity. Within this course,'White studerrts

are encouraged to think about whiteness within the context of the history of
philosophy, and to think about ways in which their identities as White students

of philosophy (many of whom will become professional'White philosophers)

have been subjected to processes ofinterpellation.As we engage issues of whiteness
and philosophy, many if not all of them are struck by the fact that they are

entangled within power relationships of which they were /rof previously cognizant.

I have noticed that, for them, the experience can be existentially jolting; indeed,

threatening to their sense of self, autonomy, and agency.

The other course that I teach is entitled Phenomenology of Race. In this
course, we examine race through the lens of phenomenology, where we critically
engage such themes x Erlebnis, race and social motiliry whiteness as a lived site

of spatial latitude, racial embodiment and forms of bodily malediction, whiteness
and the social,/spatial world as ready-to-hand, the'W'hite grze and ontological
truncation, the reduction of the body of color to its suface epidermis, the
ontic dimensions of race vis-i-vis its socially constructed and intersubjective

dimensions, etc.We also explore the ways in which W'hite bodies are "at home"
within philosophy departments, philosophy conferences, and such mundane

spaces as philosophy department lounges, and how that Jeeling of being at

honre is a function of an assemblage of philosophical practices enacted by

'07hite, typically rnale, bodies, bodies that have become reified as the paragon
of philosophical performance.

So, withirr thnt course, wc collc(:tivoly rcrrrovc thc veil that hides the fact that

tlrc catcgory of "White plrilosophcr" iri a social con$truction that is crnbedded
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within historically contirlgent nornls, norrns that mascluerade as natural. The
point here is that the White philosopher is not ouly historically positioned
within a critical space where his/her philosophical assumptions are shown to be

embedded within social-episternic Wite ways of theorizing the world, but we

think critically about the ways in which the White philosopher is always

already part of a larger space of historical and institutional hegemony that
excludes other (nonwhite) ways of knowing, being, valuing. In this way, my W'hite
philosophy graduates begirr to think about the ways in which they are subjected

to'White racist technologies that underwrite who they are and what they deem

philosophically of value.

ln short, both of rny courses are dangerous as they denrand that nry White
students refuse to be silent about the quotidian operatiorrs of race in their lives,

their philosophical lives, even as they attempt to separate the two. By "dangerous,"

I dont rnean thatwhite students (or any students) are exposed to physical danger.
.Wliile I do nrake it clear to my White students that universiry classroonrs, rnore

generally, flirt too much with sirnulacra and fail to dwell with the existential funk
of everyday life, p\sical saGty is an unquestioned given.

Froru the above, it is clear to rne what the one'W'hite graduate student fearetl/

fears. He is afraid to give an account of hirnself, to critique his whiteness, and to
begin to reinragine himself in ways that counter'White normative and iruagirrative

Iinrits. By inrplication, then, in the other philosophy courses that he takes-those
that don't explore race and where the professors look like him, even when they
don't share his gender or sexual orientation-he is at peace with his identity as a
'W'hite 

male, he is able to be fully in the space of the classroom in the mode of
firythical self-possession. Those courses,.presumably, dont force hinr to recognize

how his White enrbodimerlt is constituted within that space as a philosophical ally.

He does not recognize how his presence helps to constitute those philosophical
spaces as norm.ative. I am not suggesting thac he should not take those courses. My
point is that he needs to be honest;philosophy needs to be honest. Ifnry courses

encourage him to engage his philosophical.White identity critically as a site that
is complicit with White racisrn and he begins to see tlis corlnection, wherers

those other courses appare'ndy normalize his philosophical White identity and

worldview as they seerningly engage racially neutral concepts fbrmulated by
apparently transracial abstract minds, then it is his responsibrlity to begin ro
challenge the ways in which, as I would put it, he is a racist.After all, he rvill rnore

than likely be one of thoseWhite philosophy graduate students, along with other
'W'hite scholars, who, for example, only study-i7hite rnale philosophers orWhite
fernale philosophers fronr Europe. It will be incunrbent upon hinr to identity (or
certainly try to identify) the procrustean lirnits of his knowledge, ir)terests, arld

focus-rrrrd, of t:ourse, revcal hinrself as racist. Critically engaging his whiteness, he

will begirr t() cntcr tllosc r'ourscs th:rt urc fillccl with Whitc bodics, nr()stly Wllicc
,r{r/r'stu(l('nt botlies, tlrirt rtrt' lls() tiu.rglrt by Wlritc plofi'ssiorral plrilosoplrclr (;rgititr,

lulo$tly Wldte utd rrrale) pre prrcd to call irrto (lucstiolr rrot orily tlrc wayr ul.wluch
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White bodies easily occupy the spaces within those classrooms, but he will also

challenge the limited and value-laden epistemological assurnptions that prevail
within the conceptual space ofthat course or other courses.

This raises the fact that such spaces are also violent spaces, especially in terms
of what they conmunicate to nonwhite bodies.Those spaces monochromatically
speak to nonwhite bodies as unwanted; and communicate to nonwhite bodies
that their episternic experiences are nugatory.As a person ofcolor, one undergoes
experiences of alienation vis-i-vis an imposed and deceitful universaliry. As a

Black philosopher, I have often gotten the sense that students of color within my
courses breathe a sigh of relief not only because I speak to the entire class with
fearless speech (or parrhesia) about the realities of race,/racism, but because my
bodily presence reflects back to them their own "raced" embodied selves. Given
this, I would argue thar my presence provides for them a sense of saniry. My
discursive challenges, and the challenges of my embodied presence, conrnrunicate
to thenr (a) that they have been correct about so many of those instances of subtle
racism and (b) that, despite the domination of White academic bodies within
acadernic spaces, they can becorne professional academics of color.

I have given talks about race on so many universiry canlpuses where the
student body is predominandy'White. And, almost a.lways, I have been told by
students ofcolor, the few that are there, that they are in need ofmy fearless speech
about race; that they are in need ofscholars ofcolor. [n fact, rnany faculry ofcolor
will also make it clear, though often quiedy, that the universiry has failed them,
that the universiry is afraid to engage race seriously and openly. I have even been
told by faculty of color that publishing within rhe area of race, especially where
whiteness is critiqued, can threaten their careers, possibly blocking tenure and
promotion. I have been told that they stand in fear of the repercussions; that they
are scared. I have no reason to doubt this.As such, scholars of color who critically
engage race and who atternpt to disclose the ways in which whiteness continues
in 2013 to usurp power and conrrol bodies of color and curricula, and who face
deparnnents and academic administrators who attempt to derail forms of critical
scholarship regarding race, might be said to be fighcing behind enemy lines.
'lTithin such spaces, acadernics of color suffer; many may even kowtow and
relinquish their academic projects, their passions for racial justice, and perhaps

dunrb down their intellectual criticaliry. Others may stand and fight and face the
consequences. Many predorninantly'White universities will accomrnodate critical
voices of color. Of course, as scholars of color who see it as our rnission to eng"age

iu "radical scholarship," more generally, we owe it to ourselves to think critically
aborrt the price of that accornnrodatiorr.

Thcre rre other scholars of color who are not afraid to voice their predicaments,
or, perhaps, who do so indirectly, posing quesrions as opposed to making
dircct act:usations agairrst their houre urrivcrsities. This is telling. I gave a ralk
at u prttklrrilrlr)tlyWhitc rrrrivtrsity wlrcrc I rrtgrrcd thrr []ht;k people,because of
tlteir episteuric rccirl locirtiorrs, trc able to lcc wlritcrrerc in ways that Whitcs uriss
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or obfuscate.T I concluded that Black people possess a giJt of insight into White
rvays of being and that Black people are thereby necessary for iustalling what I call

a form of White double consciousness, whereWhites see thenlsL'lves through the
eyes of Black people. One Black fenrale faculty nrember atterrding rny public talk
raised a very powerful point. She wanted me to address what she judged to be a

problenratic irnplication of my view. She argued that, based upon nry view,White
people would then be dependent upon Black people for the forrnert liberation.
She sarv this as a fornr of White dependency and control. In short, Black people

would be placed in the position of serving White people. While I argued that
this was not what I had irr rnind, she had a point. Was I not arguing that Black
scholars-and, perhaps I might add, scholars of color nlore generally-must
function both as objects of 

'!flhite 
racist vitriol and as liberators of White people,

liberating them from their racism? I rnust adnr-it that this is a very peculiar place

to occupy and a fecund issue that needs to be addressed.

My initial response was that, if she did not want to take on that role, she ought
to leave the university.This response, though, cornmunicated rnore than I desired.

My aim, or so I believe, was to bring attention to the reality of the degree of White
racism on /lrar carupus. "lfthis place is racist, and it certainly sounds like it is, then
leave.""If it is hostile to academics of color, then leave. No one needs to work in
such a racially toxic space."Atter rnuch thought, I have come to thirrli differently
about this. Lnagine a wornan cornplaining about sexual harassment on the job
and the best that we can offer her is the advice:'Just leave!"We will have failed
her. After all, where are Black wonren to teach in academia where whiteness is

absent? And where are women to work without the presence of rnale power?

Within the context of this discussion regarding race in the classroonr, it is my sense

that we must hold accountable predorninantly White universities and colleges to
do all that they can to make the places where we, as scholars and acaderrrics

of color, are not working alone as liberators of White strldents/people. \Vhile
I believe that Black people are necessary to the prgect of "undoing" whiteness, as
'\X/hites rnay not be able to do it themselves, I am not argr.ring that Black people or
people of color nrust bear the sole resporxibiliry to change'White people.

lVhite people who have come to understand many of the complexities
involved in the deep socio-structural and psychic dimensions of whiteness will
prove essential for helping other Whites to face the probleurs of whiteness.

To argue that Black people and people of color shoulder this responsibility alone
only adds insult to injury. So, un-like what Joy A. James and Joio Costa Vargas

brilliandy theorize as the "Black cyborg," which is "a modified, improved hunran

whose increased ethical, spiritual, and physical capabilities generate unusual

strength, ornrriscience, and boundless love,"n I would argue that Black people are

rrot augelic Ubcnrrcnschcn,slavish gilt-givers whose sole telos it is to liberate White
pc<lplc frorr thcir rat:isrrr.'Wltiterress is rrot arr orrtological ineradicablc'featrrre o1-

Ittttttutt cxistcrrr't'. lt is, orr tltis scorc, (:olrtingcut. It hacl rr bcgirrning urrtl rlrclctirre,

Irryicllly,it r'arr ltitve lrr crrr,l,Arrd wlrilc wlritcrrcss, ls iur itlcokrgit';rl ,rrrrl lrtrtoricll
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process, is structurally anti-Black, there is the hope that it can and will be undone.
The price to be paid is unknown.

I would argue that Exploring Race in Predominantly white Classrooms: scholar
oJ Color Reject functions for scholars of color as a site of safety and saniry driving
horne the realiry that they are not alone. The text provides a space for validating
shared experiences ofthe complexities, challenges, and dilficulties ofpedagogically
eng'aging the theme of race in predominandywhite academic spaces, classrooms
in particular. As such, then, for scholars of color, the text helps to militate
against the voices of those who deny the epistemic integrity of the exper.iences
that scholars of color endure within such classrooms. The text speaks to those
'white scholars who also engage race withirr their classrooms, cornmurucating
to theln that, as scholars of color, we face very different challenges when we
engage race within our classrooms. Knowledge of this difference can help white
acadenics to think critically about how their's7hite bodies may go racially
umnarked within such spaces and what the pedagogical implications of this might
entail.This does not derry, however, that students of color, and some of our fellow
colleagues of color, have not been accustomed to seeing the world through what
Joe R. Feagin calls the "White racial frarne."According to Feagin:

For centuries, ro the presenr day, the domi^ant fWhite] racial frarne has

sharply defined inferior and superior racial groups and authoritatively
rationalized and srrucrured the great inequalities of this sociery. In awhite-
washing process, and most especially today, this dominant framing has shovecl
aside, ignored, or treated as incidental numerous racial issues, including the
re:rlities of persisring racial discrinrinarion and racial inequaliry.e

There have bee. rimes, though few, when students of color-specifically, nry
African American studenrs-have deniedwhite skin privilege and have embraced
a colorblind liberalism, who have argued that the world is di{ferent now iu rerms
of race relations. In rnoments like these, I am reminded that,just because there
are students of color in my classrooms, it doesn't rnean that I am preaching to
the choir. Students of color are also in need of critical discourses about race,
discourses that fearlessly engage the subtle and overt racist dynamics in white
America. Yet, unlike their fellow whire classmates, nor having available such a

critical frarnework can cost thern their lives.
I recall giving a lecture once where a Black female student defended tooth and

nail that the view that I had provided of 'white racistAmerica did not apply to
her. My sense is that she saw herself as a young, productive, and smart under-
graduate, sorneone whose "racial" identity did not matter. She seemed terribly
offended when I said that White America sees her and me as "Niggers" despire
our succL'sses. However, she persisted.The air was tc'nse, I even felt as if I was being
t()() stn)llg.Yct, I pushecl tlte tturrltivc tlrrt tlrc c<ll<.tr oflrcr skin dinrinished her i1
lfu eyt t oJ' Whin Anrcrtrrr, Not that s/rc wiur illry lcls, but tlret Whitc Arrrerir:a sirw lrer
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as less. I could see that she was angry and cleeply uncornfortable. Other students

of color in the audience, through nods of agreelnent, supported n1y narrative.
However, it wasn't a victory for me. Rather, I saw ir as an irnportant messrge that
needed to be conrnrunicated to both that young Black tbrnale student and to the
other students of color who were present. I provided a realistic, though deeply
unfortunate, conceptualizatiorr of White Arnerica; it was a racial uarrative that
night, one day, preserve her sanity or perhaps save her life. It is irnportant that,
as scholars of color, we don't forget that our students of color (inclec'd, everl marly
of our colleagues of color) have corne"to see the world wrong;ly."r'' Heuce, not
only has violence been done to White students within our classroons, btrt
violence has also been done to students ofcolor.

Thus, I return to the clainr I nrade earlier-that violence has alreacly been
done to our'White students before we face thern in classroonrs in which we are

excited about critically engaging race and dispelling ignorance about the reaiities

of racisnr. My point here is that nry White students have already been lied to;
the strength and lorce of distortion has already taken hold. There are fonns of
"violence" that are subtle, cluiet, and that don't briDg attention to their enacrtDler)t.

Yet, they exist.The social matrix within which this violence takes place can be a

place as familiar and as benign as onet horne, where White childrerr are told
that racisrn is something of the past; and where, rvhen it does raise its ugly head,

they are told that strch instances are only minor and anornalous.They hirve beeu
tauglrt co see thenrselves as unraced, as persons qua persons. Many of thern
come to nry c:lasses believing in the Horatio Alger narrative zurd the pronrises of
rneritocracy without any knowledge of how their whiteness has functiorred, and

corltinues to function, to elevate thent over similarly situated people of color.
They live according to a philosophical anthr.cpology where they see thernselves as

rutonolnous subjects who rnove through history r,vith absolute freedorn and as a

law unto themselves. They see thenrselves as liberal subjects extricated frorn
effective history, especially the effective history of White racisnr. Like being
born from the head of Zeus, they begin their lives as if "full grown," rvithout
Iraving becomeWhite,without being cttmplidr with whiteness, especially where that
whiteness forrns the site from which they have come to think ud to_fcel about the
rvorld as they do.

As Barbara Applebaum writes:

Most siglficantly, this notion of White complicity is groundecl in the belief
that one cannot transcend the social system that frarnes how one nrakes

rneaning of oneself and the sociul world within which one is eurbedded.ll

In short, the lie of non-cornplicity hirs already taken holcl.They have already been
givcrr ovcr to whitcrrcss; to livc in hacl firitlr and clcnial about the ways irr which
tltcy :trc tjtt' fiorrr cotrrplir'ity vis-rj-vis Wllitc rirt'isrrr. Aficr lll, tlrc tlrrcslrolrl firr
perpetultingWldtc racirut is vcry low;all tlrut is rrc.r:csstry is firrWlritr: lrcoplf ao
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do nothing at all.Yet, in doing nothing at all, one makes a contribution. One still
chooses and that choice produces results or sustains results.There is no "outside,"
as it were, in terms of which Vlrhites escape processes of White interpellation. By
the time White students have arrived to our classrooms, they have already been
shaped by White ways of being-in-the-world,White ways of avoiding rhe issue of
White privilege, White ways of consrructing nonwhite bodies as "different,"
White ways of seeing themselves as "innocent" of White racism, andWhite ways
of taking up space and nroving through rhat space in the capaciry of ownership
and possession. Of course, these White ways of being-in-the-world have profound
implications for people of color, implicarions chat ourWhite students have come
to 6nd effective ways to deny. It is this denial that is dialectically linked to the
preservation of White students'sense of moral character.As Applebaum writes:

'W'hite 
people contribute to the perpetuarion of systemic racism through

benefitting from a perpetuating and systemically induced ignorance, a

relendess readiness to deny, ignore and dismiss what victims who experi-
ence the effects of racism are saying in order that 'White people can
maintain their moral innocence.12

I have argued elsewherelr that Whites are embedded wirhin the history of White
racism. In short, myWhite studenrs are implicated in a complex network of racist
power relationships. On this score,White racism constitutes a heteronomous web
of 'White practices to which they, as Whites, are linked as both beneficiaries of
such a web and as co-contributors to the web's continual function.V/hite racial
oppression, power, and privilege can be conceptualized, though not exclusively so,

as uneventful acts ofbeing.White,like walking into a store and not being followed.
In this way, White racial oppression, power, and privilege are linked to ways of
being White in the world. My White studenrs have dilhculty accepting what I
call the "conception of the embedded White racisr." In my view, though, this
conception of the embedded White racist self helps them come to terms with,
though not without trenrendous resistance, the ways in which they have been lied
to about the social ontologically robust ways in which they are ror self-identical
substarrces moving through space and time,fully self-present and fully autonomous.
Exploring the ways in which they are embedded within a preexisting social
matrix of White power-one that is fundamentally constitutive, though not
deterrninistic-my White students are encouraged to think critically about ways
in which they are rot sites of complete self-possession, but sites of dispossession.
This concept of dispossession is theorized in ways that challenge my White
students'assulnption that it is through a sincere act of introspection that the limits
of their racisrn can be ascertained. On this score, my'White students have di{Frculry
rcccpting what I refer to as the "conception of the opaqueWhite racist."

My Wlritc stuelctrts assllntc that if thcy "l<>ok" dc.ep enough and shine rhe light
of cortsciousnc$$ briglrtly iurrl fbr lorrg cnouglr tlrcy will bc ablc to detenrilne the
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full extent oftheir racisru. Indeed, they assurne that the process ofascertaining the
linrits of one'sWhite racism is guarirrrteed by an "all-knowing" consciousuess that
is capable of peeling back, as it were, various ievels of internaiized racisnr and at

once discovering a norrracist innocentWhite core. In this view, my'White students

presume that, when it comes to ascertainirrg the compledty and depth of their
own racisrn, they possess the capacity for absolute epistenic clarity, and that the
self is transparent, fully open to inspection. Hor.veveq as one enrbarks upon the
process of giving an account of oneh "racist lrrnits," theWhite racist self has already
"gotten done" by'White racisr:r in fundarnentally and profoundly consrirurive
ways, ways that are densely cor:rplex. The White self that artempts to "ascerrain

such limits" has already arrived too latela to determine the complex and insidious
ways in whichWhite racisrn hirs becorne ernbedded within one's'W'hite ernbodied
self. It is not that there is no transparency at all, that one is incapable ofidentifying
various aspects of one's racist/nonracist White self. Rather, the realiry of the sheer

depth of 'White racialization is far too opaque.

The importarlt point here is that our White students arrive in our classroorns

already dispossessed.The assunrption that they are in full possession of thernselves,

unencurnbered by White racist sociohistorical and psychic processes that are

constitutive of who they are as'W.hite, provides them with a sense of coherence
and tranquility. It provides thenr with a sense of being at honre in the world.To
atternpt to chip away at that feeling of being at home, that sense of cognition, of
knowing one's place in the world, creates traurna for myWhite students.

As we neared the end of the sernester in my Phenomenology of Race
collrse-a course where, as mentioned above, rve had discussed whiteuess and

the social,/spatial world as ready 16 |1x1alts-x graduate student argued that
we nrust "put whiteness in crisis."16 This, it seems to me, is just right. In fact, it
occurs to me that this is what many scholars of color who teach race within
predominandy White classrooms do. We create spaces where whiteness is put
irrto crisis. This is certainly rny effort. By theorizirrg the ways iri rvhich rny
White students are embedded within 'White racism, both historically and

psychically, they begin to feel disoriented. Not all will benefit fronr that
cognitive and enrotive disorientation, that sense of phenonrenological or lived
uncertainty about what they "know" and "teel" about thenrselves, as Whites, and

their whitewashed world. After all, we meet for only one serrlester, a fbw hours
a week.Yet, there are some who undergo that sense of vertigo, even if only while
in class. The very rlotion of dispossession is itself unnerving. This is pardy why
I ur:rke a point of sharing with ail of rrry students that we are firrite ancl destined
for the grave. Faith aside, I want to instill in thern that death awaits us, and that
we uray rrever cross this way again; that this mornent in human edstence, this
Irt()n)cltt oi ottr awurcrrcss rniry rlever rr:pcat itself in tlre lristory of rhe urrivelse.

I wrtttt tltcttt ro fi'cl tlrc wciglrt r>fclisp<>sscssir)rr;tl)e rcxlity that rvc lr:rvt';rlrcacly
lrt't'rr r'lrrirttctl lry tlcutlr tlrrouglt tlrt'corrtirrgcrrt'y t>four biltlr,'l'lrt't'xpt'r'rr.nt'c is

prulirurrrlly ltutrtblirrg,

....:"!,i;ii&,..

lntroduction I3

My effort is to cultivate a space whereWhite students can experience crisis. In
therapeutic terms, "crisis" is rypically something that we want to mitigate and

possibly medicate. By crisis, I don't only rnean that sense of losing one's footing,
of losing one's way, but the erymological sense (from Greek krisrs; i.e., decision)

where one is faced with the need to make a ilecision. Within the context of
whiteness, where a single action or intention does not "undo" whiteness, the

concept of leciding denotes a life of conunitment to "undo," over and over again,

the complex ways in which one is embedded in whiteness; it involves, as C1evis

Headley argues, "a continuously affirmed refusal to prolong the ontological and

cxistential project of whiteness."rT Flence, the concept of crisis within this context
is suggestive of an iterative process that is to be sustained. It is demanding as it will
rcquire an iterative process of losing one's way vis-i-vis onet whiteness, especially

rsWhite social norrns militate against this process.Yet, one must tdrry not only
with the feeling of loss, but with the pain and suffering that people of color
cndure because of the effects of the historical sedimentation of White supremacy

lnd its continued subde and not so subde rnanifestations. One must be prepared

to linger, to renuin, with the truth about one's'White self and the truth about

how whiteness has structured and continues to structure forms of relationality

that are oppressive to people of color. Of course, White people will rypically
fee such situations by denyiug the ways in which whiteness privileges thenr,

and, thereby, the ways in which they need to begin to take forms of responsi-

bility for confronting whiteness. As Applebaum writes, "White students often
r€sist this knowledge because the only message they can hear is 'you are to
blame."'18

The point here, though, is not to blame or to instill inunobilizing guilt, but to
nurture responsibility. Yet, for academics of color who face White students in
whom the violence has already taken place, where they already see themselves

as autonomous and immune to interpellative forces, more is needed in order

to cultivate vulnerability in them.They must be prepared tobe wounded,tobe
touched.As Erinn Gilson writes:

Taken in this way, as a fundamental state, vulnerabiliry is a condition of
potential that makes possible other conditions. Being vulnerable makes it
possible for us to suffer, to fall prey to violence arrd be harmed, but also to
fall in love, to learn, to take pleasure and to find comfort in the presence of
others, and to experience the simultaneity of these feelings.Vulnerability is

notjust a condition that limits us, but also one that can enable us.As potential,
vulnerability is a condition of openness, openness to being affected and

affecting in turn.le

It is this vulteraltility that enables'White students to see that whiteness is held
togcthcr lry lics, rrrrrl tlrrrt, ortt'c thc.y begin to questiorr thosc lics, tl.rey begin to lose

their way; tlurt is, tlrcy bcgirr to inlrubit thc worlcl ilnd nrovcr thn>uglr thc world in
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ways that are oblique.lt is at this poiut that they begin to question ways of being
that they have taken for granted, ways that conurrunicate to them that their lives

are innocent and untouched by whiteness. Returning to rny Phenomenology of
Race course, I recall a'White nule student of rnine who asked rne how it was

possible that he was negatively irnpacting his White daughter of only 11 r:ronths
in ways that are racist. I explained to him that, even as she is young and innocent,
she is nevertheless raced as White. As such, I explained that her whiteness has

irnplications for where she will live, how lonp; she nright live, how others will treat
her and respond to her.Yet, he was skeptical about his own direct influence on her
vis-i-vis'W'hite racism. This utas one relationship thatfor him was exentptfrom the

influence of whitetress. He nrade rnotions of rocking; her in his arms, rnaking rrote of
her innocence and sweetness. He continued to wonder just how he, especially
given the way in which she is protected frorn anything as harsh as'W'hite racisur,

could possibly be comrnunicating to his child the ugliness of racisrn. [t was at t]ris
poirrt that I said, "But will she ever feel safe in B/ar& drm\?"2o I could see a clear
change of expression on his face. Tarrying with this new insight, he went on to
mention, in private, the fact that his daughter is only held by his parents and his

wifeh parents, all of whom are White. Fle recognized the weight of this moment;
he was wounded by the realization that his daughter does not know (or has not
known) the security of Black arms, that her life is filled with White people only,
'White bonding,'W'hite social andWhite fanilial spaces.Through such "natural"
acts of bondir6, which exclude Black bodies and bodies of color, his daughter is
learning, even if pre-1ingr.ristically, to mark Black bodies and bodies of color as

problematic bodies, untouchable bodies, or, at the very least, Llnnecessary bodies.

I got the sense that he had only one Black friend who did not live close at all and

who he sees far too infrequently. He"was thankful for and disturbed by the
realization that his little girl was already learning how to perform whiteness
throug;h her proximiry to other/allWhite bodies, and how he h.elped to perpetuate
tlris. Because of such rnonochromatically White social spaces, he realized how she

was already being taught to perceive Black bodies as "Other',""different,""deviant,"
"dangerous." It was a painful realization, but one that he tarried with, cotrrageously
faced, with no appearance of wanting to flee.

\Vhat we need are critrcal spaces where vulnerability can be nurtured inWhite
students who find themselves faced with critical questions about race that mark
their bodies as problenr bodies. Creating rnornents of "traunra" (eryrnologically, to
wound) within the context of classrooms, forms of traurna that unsetde various
meta-narratives that ground and urrderrvrite White privileg;e and superiority,
is necessary for 'White students in order to begin to disarticulate various
nrythopoetic corlstructions of whiteuess that have reinforced their "naturalized"
place of clorrrinauce irr the world. We rreed a forrn of Bildung or paideia rl:rat

ructrurlly cultivutcs vulrrcrlbility in White stuclents, a cultural space where thcy are

wotnrtlctl, ttnrlcrgo nr()nlclrts of trrrurrur artrl nrrrrlrtive disorgartizltiorr irr tr'ruts
ol'tltrrir wltitettcss,Wc trcctl to (:rciltc ir t'ulturc of crisis wlrcrcWlritc \turl('tltn gct
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to face their finitude, their ernptiness, and all of the lies that they have been told
and raised to believe. To tarry within this space is about being reborn, which is

always a painful process. Yet, it is about realizing that this rebirth is always a

penultimate process. Given that our'White students have lived with a rnultitude of
lies about their "natural supremacy" and "entitlernent" for such a long tirne, they
will also need to grieve2l: to grieve the loss of an imperial self, and to grieve in the
form of grauitas/heauiness, which, on rhe flip side,may lead to a fornr of ethical
responsibility or maturiry requiring constanr ontological renewal. It is here that
White people who have conre to ernbrace the importance of White crisis and the
value of losing their way, who will be needed to carry the weight of 'White anger,
'lVhite frustration, and'liVhite resentnrenr that is so ofren un]eashed upon bodies
of color within and outside the classroom, will need to create a "container"
whereby White studertts are able to express crisis and uncertainry felt as they strive
to struggle with transformation or rnetanoia and grieve the process of loss.
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Predominantly White Classrooms, Student
of Color Voice, and Freirian Hopes
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Changes, Movements, and Revelations

"Sexy"

I am a critical scholar.r I am a womanist, rrot a feminist.2 I incorporate critical race

theory, postcolonial studies, counter-narrative techniques, and the like in my
research. My desire for teaching, research, and service is always emancipatory.3

And I try to make these intentions clear in nry academic and nonacademic spaces.

I am a critical scholar of color in a 
.White 

acadenry.

As a Black woman with a PhD who writes about issues of equity and access,

particularly in reference to race, class, and gender, I surprisingly look great on
paper. One of my colleagues tells me rny work is "sexy!". He means my work is

provocative and racy (race-y). But, the more I think about this adjective-
"sery"-m a descriptor for my life's work, which is primarily situated within a

"'White capitalist patriarchal hegemon[ic]" academy,a the more I recogruze its

profound truth.
My scholarship is sirnply sexy in this place-attractive and alluring, inciting

arousal and pleasurable recreation-not substantive, significant, or necessary to
what is done here;just auxiliary and marginal. Like Fasching-Varner's clairns,s my
scholarly work on "race and racism remain fictionalized, untrue, and quasi-literary

in the imagination of readers, particularly 
.White 

readers. In this sense, whites

ttever take responsibility or action for racist behavior, belief, and treatments

of whole' groups of people".6 Instead of a platform for substantive change,

I pnrvidc thc'White acadenry that little bit of "cut-up,"7 or discursive disruption.
My work is provoc:ttivc arrcl offc'rs tlte rtcr:cssury cdgc tt> kecp the intelligentsia

pulrlic.rlly rclcvlrrt.*Tlrc irrtclligcrrtsil orWlritt'irrtcllectturl t'st;rblisltrrtcnt pr.rblicly


